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agronomisi or plant scientist or
something and they would give us
extra help. As a matter of fact, my
first contact with Don Williams was
when he was the engineer coming into
my area to help on irrigation
problems. And these were experts
that really helped us. I had good
technical advice from the best that the
SCS had in every field that you could
possibly imagine. I was really
privileged to work with people who
were experts. Harold Tower was our
agronomist. Don Williams was our
irrigation specialist.

I had a group of farmers in the new
district that I'd helped get into place.

It was west of American Falls, in a big
flat area. It was about fifty thousand
acres that was dry land wheat. This
was out in the lava rock country,
which was the Mennonite country.
One of the board members who ended
up being chairman came to me one
time and he said, "Do you have a
geologist?" and I told him, "Yes, I'll
get a man out of Portland." We sat
down and talked about the strategy for
that area and this geologist went out
and looked at it. We actually found a
site on this person's farm where the
geologist said, "If you poke a hole
down here you'll find water." That
took a private investment and a chance
on this person doing it. He had to
convince his dad into doing it. This
was a younger man. And they found
water. That area turned from a class
four area in terms of land capability
because of the limitation on
precipitation, to a magnificent

irrigated area because everybody else
went for “vells too. They went to
sugar beets and potatoes, and much
more intensive cropping. Those were
the kinds of things that we got called
in on. We would kind of hold their
hand while they decided, based on the
best technical advice that we could
give them, what kind of a risk to take.
I had some Japanese-Americans that
came back from World War II. They
were taking over their family
operations. They would go through
what they should do in the way of an
investment and the kinds of things that
had to be done to make that farm area
look like it does today, magnificent.

HELMS: Where were they located?

BERG: They were out in the

irrigated area north of Pocatello.

There are so many things that go back
to those days when you start
reminiscing about it. The combination
of the field and the office work was
why most of the SCS-ers came into
SCS 1n the first place.

In 1950, I was asked to take over what
I called a work group and become a
district conservationist. That gave me
the responsibility for the districts in
southeastern Idaho. As I said earlier,
that included meeting with the district
boards and doing all the things you
have to do to represent that level of
operation in the Service. It turned out
to be a very challenging job because
you got very well acquainted with all
of the people who work in the field
and their families and children. You
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HELMS: I think that happened a
little before the reorganization.

BERG: It did, right. Because I
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ave here. Ed Grest was the top LU

(land utilization) man back here. He
came out there to see how I was doing
in Idaho. He moved over to the Forest
Service in that reorganization. He
may have still been here when I came
back in 1960, but I'm not real sure.

When the transfer of that land went to
the Forest Service, my office was in
the Federal Building, the Post Office
Building, in Pocatello. Right across
the hall was the supervisor of the
Carthan A% had

HELMS: I wanted to back up a
moment. What you're saying is that
you got the ranchers who were using
the land to buy the seed, correct? It

BERG: Rught, crested wheatgrass.
There were some other grass strains
that began to come in from our plant
materials centers that were better. But
a lot of it in the early days was crested
wheatgrass. Now, there were people
who were skeptical about that because
they said, "That gives them a right to
claim that they have a right to graze."
And I said, "Who else is going to
come in here?" They were the
adjoining ranchers. You were not
@Rra ‘g hyir 2 girandy
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a VA (Veterans Administration) loan. and [ think Van was probably the otie
It was no easy trick either. There was that was instrumental in putting the
one time between 1946 and 1950 ideas together. First, they had gone to
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the dad of the present Senator. [ met
him and the Senator when he was a
boy. There were a few others around
the Service that I had contact with and
they were encouraging me to look that
way, too. I think I applied one year
and didn't hear anything. In 1955, 1
was accepted to go to Harvard. Now,
unbeknownst to me, my wife had been
tucking a little money away, because
we had to do this on our own, there
was no governmerit help for that kind
of thing. She said, "If you qualify,
we'll find a way to make it." At that
time we had four children, the
youngest being about a year old. And
I was accepted at the Littauer Center,

was the head of the 4-H activities at
that time in Minnesota. Ruth and |
had known him, and he had married
and had a family. He had been a very
outstanding World War II Navy flier.
While we were there at Harvard, he
was approached by the Minnesota
Republican delegation to run for
governor. He came to several of us
and asked our advice. We suggested
that he stay right where he was
(laughs)! There was one other SCS-
er, Al Mangum, who eventually
became the state conservationist in
Louisiana. There were people from
the Bureau of Reclamation, the USGS
(United States Geological Survey),

Y wl

N RS o

-

1 b

A=

is now the Kennedy School. It was including some state governments.

the public administration graduate
school. We were notified of that in
the early part of 1955. We had until
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But that network stayed together in
school.
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engineering, agronomy, biology and
everything you needed. But the states
approached this job in a variety of
ways depending on the leadership that
gy Dy i tiny g SRl

It developed into a nation-wide battle
just like the reorganization. It called
for hearings and people got into the
act, including the Secretary. The help
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responsibilities were as local district
governing board members." Tony
Krebs was on the national board; he
was from Wall and a big rancher.
Howard Gears was the state agency
representative, and [ represented SCS
as kind of a background person. We
would travel day and night to the
districts that were threatened with
these petitions and explain to them
what they were, what their
responsibilities were, and what could
happen if they lost their district.

The second district that petitioned and
came up for a vote was out at
Mitchell, the hometown of the state
association president. He was a dairy
farmer and a good one, a younger
farmer. We held that to a tie. And
then there was one other one, and we
won that one. We only lost one
district. And then, based on legal
advice, probably including the help
that Phil Glick gave, the state attorney
general said, "To go through this
process is a waste of public money."
And they threw the rest of the peti-
tions out. And that was the end of it.
By that time, the national level had
gotten its act together, the assignment
for Great Plains had been solidified in
SCS, and the Secretary had gotten into
the act to write what had to be done in
cooperative arrangements between
ASCS and SCS.

BERG: Right after. It hit us like a
brick wall, because we didn't
understand all the ramifications of
why that had happened back here, like
I do now. It was an assistant secretary
out of Oregon, Ervin L. Peterson, who
had insisted that the SCS have this
assignment. Of course, Don Williams
was not in favor in ASCS. He had
been at ACP (Agricultural
Conservation Program) for a while,
when it was an independent agency.
He had actually gone to the Hill and
testified that they didn't need as much
money as they were getting. They
were spending money on lime and
things like that. That upset the
bureaucracy. When he became the
administrator of SCS and got the
Great Plains assignment on top of that,
that was more than the old
bureaucracy could stand over there in
the ASCS.

HELMS: The National Limestone
Institute was involved in that effort?

BERG: Expert at lobbying.
HELMS: I've seen their newsletter.

BERG: There's a file some place that
Jjust has to be very fascinating on this
whole area. I had gone through the
process of helping to get districts
established in Idaho and had acted in
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inner city out into the suburbs. Also
the metropolitan areas became much
larger with the growth of our U.S.
population. But the soil and water
conservation problems remained on
the land regardless of the ownership.
So the Soil Conservation Service in
many of the conservation districts that
were experiencing heavy population
growth had some very challenging
assignments that went beyond what I
had had in the way of background
working primarily with the farmers
and ranchers in Idaho and in South
Dakota. That led us to re-analyze the
types of technical assistance that we
had, not only at the national level, but
also in the state offices, that would fit
the local conditions in these rapidly
urbanizing districts where there was
still an important workload in the
agricultural area, but also an

established a district outlook
committee of members of their own
association and state agencies, and
asked the administrator to assign SCS
people as advisors. | was the leader of
a five-person team in that effort.

HELMS: This is about when?

BERG: That was in the early 1960s.
That led to an analysis of what had
been the experience of conservation
districts for the first twenty-five years
of their work and what still needed to
be done. This led to additional
authority for the conservation districts
to deal with some of these problems
that went beyond just the farm and
ranch and agricultural sector. We also
recognized that there were new
opportunities, especially the work
related to the small watersheds, the
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that we established a committee of

state conservationists led by the state
conservationist in Texas, Red Smith,
to look at what should be done for the
future of the Great Plains Conserva-

tion Program. There had always been
a discussion about how large that area
should be. The law required that it be
confined to the ten Great Plains states,
but we had drawn a boundary line on
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to do some of the work on the bigger
ranches. One of the committees in
Congress that handled this was the
committee on agriculture on the
House side. Congressman Bob Poage
chaired the committee at that time and
he took an interest in the program
because he was from Texas. Another
congressman who was a very
influential person, George Mahon
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approach instead of regulation. We
also had an alternative that eventually
led to the conservation compliance
work that came from the 1985 farm
bill, although at that time it did not get
much support.

HELMS: You were chief when the
administrations changed and before
the first national program was
announced. As I recall, there was a
lot of debate and decisions to be made
before we finally got a national
program out. What are your
recollections on that and what were
the points at issue?

BERG: It was kind of interesting.
When you look back at the first run
that came out of the late 1970s on
RCA, the world needed more food and
fiber and there was an all-out push for
production. But by the time the new
administration arrived and Block
became Secretary of Agriculture, the
problem was already being turned
around. Although we had forecast
export needs at a level that built on a
pretty healthy background and some
other things that related to population
growth, we found shortly after the
new administration began in the 1980s
that surpluses from the standpoint of
crop production began to build up
again. That required not only trying
to hold the line on exports, which
were dropping off, but also
determining what kind of land use
should dominate in the future. In
other words, the land use allocation
process came back heavily and we
discerned that we did not need these

highly erodible lands in the production
system. The early run on RCA was
concerned primarily with the on-site
productivity of soil. In other words,
what would be the impact of soil loss
on the individual farm's productive
capability? We were concerned about
holding that production capability at a
high level. But by the time we got
around to releasing the first national
conservation plan, the emphasis was
already shifting to off-site problems
dealing with water quality, what was
happening to wildlife habitat as
wetlands were being moved into
agricultural uses, and what was
happening to other activities that the
public was more concerned with than
Just soil loss affecting production on a
farm.

HELMS: The RCA involves long-
range planning. 1 was wondering,
during Ken Grant's administration,
how did SCS develop this framework
plan, Soil and Water Conservation for
a Better America? Did that have
much impact? How did that come
about and what are your thoughts on
it?

BERG: [ meant to mention that. Asa
matter of fact that was a very forward,
pioneering effort that we undertook in
the beginning of 1969 when Ken
Grant moved in to be the administrator
and | became his associate. That
framework plan, if you look back on
it, covered many of the items that are
still on the agenda for the Soil Conser-
vation Service. We went through a
very deliberate process to expand the
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of the initiatives that needed to be
developed, related primarily to the
broader concerns of the environmental
community, but especially water
quality. I had been assigned in 1972
to lead a team from the United States
and each of the eight states that
bordered the Great Lakes along with a
Canadian team under the sponsorship
of the International Joint Commission,

carried fertilizers and chemicals that
hadn't been utilized by the plants.
These were causing some severe
problems in terms of water quality,
especially in Lake Erie. Our
recommendations led to more
attention being given to the nonpoint
sources of pollution because up to that
time, point sources had gotten most of
the funding from the federal level. It
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water quality? So the finger pointing
was one of the concerns they had.
Admission eventually came that they
probably were part of the problem and
that they would like to be part of the
plan to correct it. We especially ran
into that around the Chesapeake Bay

where we've had very good leadership.

The whole nonpomt water quallty

The channel work of the Soil
Conser~tion Service needed review.
That began shortly after the Carter
Administration came in because
President Carter, as governor of
Georgia, had been exposed to some of
the problems regarding the Small
Watershed Program. We had several
cases that had ended up in court Tom
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HELMS: A pretty ringing endorse-
ment. So we mentioned in 1965 you
became the deputy for field services,

right?
BERG: Yes.

HELMS: I suppose when Don
Williams retired you would have been
one of those under consideration?
Was not getting the chief's job a big
disappointment to you?

BERG: No, not really. I'm reminded
that Secretary Freeman asked, and he
may have asked more people than |
know about, to write what they
viewed the chief's position, at that
time called administrator, to represent,
and what would be the challenges that
should be faced. This was when the
Job of associate administrator was
open. | wrote a several page paper
regarding my views of the
opportunities and challenges that
would be faced in that position. [
know that Ken Grant was asked to do
the same thing and perhaps some
others. But the result was that Ken
Grant was selected to be the associate
administrator and then became the
administrator. I was fortunate enough
to become his associate.

HELMS: What was his emphasis?
Do you recall his views on the
challenges and the emphasis of his
administration?

BERG: Our views were highly
compatible. He had come from the
SRS 7 §{LFCemeal Wi~ 0 ey yeee B igyy

Hampshire, had had the year at
Harvard, had been the state
conservationist in Indiana, and had
been brought in as the associate to
Don Williams. He and I found that
we were very compatible in terms of
what should be done. That led to that
earlier reference that you talked about,
that Framework Plan for Soil and
Water Conservation Work. As |
mentioned earlier, he was the one that
went to the Secretary about the need
to have USDA more heavily involved
in water quality activity. He recog-
nized that and was heavily impacted
by the debate about how the water-
shed program should be carried out,
especially the channel work. We had
to make adjustments in that area that
were very healthy. We began a
program at the University of Georgia
under the leadership of people like
Gene Odum and others, training our
top level people to be environmentally
sensitive if they hadn't had that kind of
background.

HELMS: Since you mentioned that
topic, the beginning of the "environ-
mental period" was a shock to some
people, was that right?

BERG: It was a shock because many
people in the traditional agricultural
area read Rachel Carson's Silent
Spring as being far out and not
acceptable. They failed to read the
significance of that very important
book and her findings as to what was
happening to our total environment
and ecosystems. She understood that
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I need to ainplify a little bit on that.
There were people that really resented
the fact that agriculture was being
labeled as part of the problem when
we thought we had done a magnificent
job of producing increased yields of
food and fiber every year and had
adopted the technology that had come
out of the research in the scientific
community and moved on to new
technologies. We were quite
surprised by the reaction; namely that
some of these activities were viewed
with dismay by the environmentalists
that were geiting a handle on much
broader issues than what we were
prepared to deal with.

HELMS: There was one incident that
happened in the 1970s which I want to
ask your recollection of. When the
Soil Conservation Service started in
the Department of the Interior, it had
had some big projects on Indian
reservations, particularly the Navajo
reservation. Then the president's
reorganization plan in the early 1940s
said that the Department of the
Interior would do the conservation
work. But in the late 1970s we re-
introduced SCS by establishing a
policy that reservations could
establish conservation districts. Could
you give your recollection on how that
came about?

BERG: We were very forceful in
wanting that to happen. Because.
again, it was partly related to the civil
rights activities and concerns. Areas
that needed help weren't getting it and

1 . 1

Department of the Interior people to
work on *hase kinds of problems. So
we went after that very vigorously and
had support.

HELMS: Maybe this was Freeman's
influence. Did not the Soil Conserva-
tion Service get more involved in
foreign assignments? Was that the
1960s? Someone I think told me that
part of the problem previously was
there was no mechanism for assuring
people they would retain their civil
service rights when they returned or
even have a job. Could you straighten
this out for me?

BERG: Freeman was very concerned
about international activities. He had
traveled widely. Les Brown was one
of his early staff people in this area,
obviously a very talented person who
has gone on to have a worldwide
reputation in his own right in the
World Watch activities. We did have
a strengthening of our international
work and this, plus the concern of our
administrator Williams, caused it to
happen.

HELMS: Could you sort of review
during your tenure, some views of the
various assistant secretaries you've
reported to and what their emphasis
for Soil Conservation Service was?

BERG: The first assistant secretary
that I worked with was John Baker
who was Freeman's person in the
conservation and rural development
area. He was a very strong leader and
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done came from his leadership.
Secretary Bob Long was an excellent
leader, no question about that. He
understood the issues that dealt with
not only the traditional work, but also
the concern about prime farmlands.
He helped get the land use policy
through the Department that we talked
about earlier, which led to some
conferences on land use, and laid the
groundwork for what eventually
became the National Agricultural
Land Study, as well as the organiza-
tion whose offices we are sitting in
here, the American Farmland Trust.
There have been other assistant
secretaries since I left the Soil
Conservation Service, including the
most recent one, whom I have a lot of
respect for. That's Jim Moseley. He
just served a couple of years but his
leadership led to some of the
continuing work the Soil Conservation
Service still faces. These people come
back in my memory as very
outstanding leaders.

HELMS: How did you come to be
chief? Why were you selected?

HELMS: What did you want to
accomplish? What were your
priorities?

BERG: We were right in the midst of
the very demanding exercise that |
mentioned earlier, the Resource
Conservation Act appraisal, a national
activity to strengthen our partnership
with the states. I had about a ten-
point agenda in mind. First of all, in
terms of management, strengthen our
field activities to build our field forces
whenever we had an opportunity.

That included not only the federal
appropriations but strengthening the
nonfederal help coming from state and
local governments. That had been
increasing over the years but was
fairly fragmented and needed to be
strengthened. We had to recognize
the interdisciplinary activities that
involved the Soil Conservation
Service, giving high priority to
bringing in every possible expert to
deal with the problems that cut across
many different disciplines, and to not
have the area dominated by any one
discipline, whether 1t be a‘soil
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I was also concerned that the Soil
Conservation Service should be
recognized as a highly professional
organization, a lead organization in
cooperation with the conservation
districts at the state and local level.
We really should be the conscience of

finance, and other operations. But, we
didn't have that at the national level. 1
established that under the leadership
of Pearlie Reed, who is now [in early
1993] the state conservationist in
California. That was really a
management need. We needed to get
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ship of the Soil and Water Conserva- that would do a more comprzhensive
tion Society, | see that these job of taking on these added
Qreanjzations are highlv compatible esponsibilitie vould reduce some
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Part Three: May 4, 1993 procurement, funding of travel, and
office spare problems and the day-by-
day business-type operations head-

HELMS: As we start out, Norm, quarters has to worry about. We had
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from Congress, but in the end, the It's kind of interesting when I look

Secretary prevailed and brought in back on whether or not the Soil

Peter Myers. I decided after nearly Conservation Service should be

forty years of service that I would headed by a career person or a

leave on the second of April 1982. politically appointed person. If the
political appointment would have

I did not agree with that decision. | resulted in more resources coming to

was asked to step down when the Soil Conservation Service because

Secretary Block decided to bring his they would have had more influence
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BERG: I was one of the people at the
beginning of the American Farmland
Trust, which was building primarily
on the National Agricultural Lands
Study that we have been a part of. I
was one of their early counselors,
working with Pat Noonan and Doug
Wheeler. Of course, Bob Gray was
one of the first people to join the
American Farmland Trust and he had
headed our National Agricultural
Lands Study. When I had announced
that I was leaving, Doug Wheeler and
Bob Gray asked that I give considera-
tion to becoming a part-time senior
advisor for the American Farmland
Trust at a time of my choosing. I took
a couple of weeks off to think about it
and decided that it was good way of
rounding out my career. It's been
eleven years now and it's been a very
healthy and fruitful relationship.

HELMS: Should we talk about the
events leading up to the passage of the
1985 farm bill, the agricultural climate
that allowed it to be passed, the
working groups that you were
involved in, and some of those issues?

BERG: This comes back to my

Joining the American Farmland Trust.
One of the reasons that they asked me
was that president Doug Wheeler and
his chief associate Bob Gray had just
begun, with the approval of the Board
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work, we were able to get some added
evidence as to how the farmers viewed
what should be done. We set up an
advisory committee of key people
representing a mix of farmers,
government officials, commodity
groups, bankers and so forth. From
that came a study that ended up
having a series of recommendations as
to what should be done. Ken Cook
was involved in the writing of the
report. We contracted with about
twenty people who developed
technical papers. That included key
people on many of the issues that
related to farm bill activity.

[ had also been asked in the beginning
of 1983 to be the Washington
representative for the Soil and Water
Conservation Society. We were able
to bring that organization into the
circle of discussions along with the
American Farmland Trust and about a
dozen of the conservation and
environmental organizations. These
included the older organizations such
as the National Association of
Conservation Districts, the Society of
Range Management, the Society of
American Foresters, the American
Forestry Association, the National
Wildlife Federation, the Wildlife
Institute, the Audubon and Sierra
organizations, and the Izaak Walton
League. There were several of these
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erodible cropland areas. The
argument about what to accept in the
way of a T-value. We had in mind

locking up the most erodible land first.

There were several modifications of
policy. As we review the 36.5 million
acres that are in the CRP and look to
the future, what happens to that land
after the ten-year contract time?
There is obviously land in the
conservation reserve that we do not
need to protect with public money.
We need to sort out those most
sensitive areas that should really have
a long-term less intensive use.

HELMS: The other thing that
happened during this period was the
discussion of alternative conservation
systems. Could you lay that
discussion out for us, as well as your
view and the conservation coalition's
view on it?

BERG: There were some excellent
oversight hearings on what should be
done about compliance. The SCS did
a remarkable job of developing well
over a million compliance plans on
over 135 million acres.- There was in
the Congress a discussion about how
tight these plans should be in terms of
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1985 farm bill. Was there ever a
concern that there would be a reversal

on some of the provisions in the 1985
bill?

BERG: Yes, Doug, there was
concern. It ended up that the 1990
farm bill strengthened all provisions
of the 1985 Act and added some
additional features, especially as they
would relate to off-site impacts that
might damage water quality, as well
as the expanded conservation reserve.
They made some very clear-cut policy
determinations that what was done in
1985 should be not only continued,
but should also be taken very
seriously. It was evident during the
debate on the 1990 farm bill that many
others, including the commodity
groups and farm organizations, had
very carefully evaluated what had
happened in 1985 and were now part
of the process of helping move on
through the 1990 farm bill. They had
to contend with a very strong element
of pressure from the environmental
community that provisions from the
1985 farm bill remain solid, be taken
seriously and be monitored.

HELMS: As we sit here in May,
there are some proposals for a Farm
Services Agency which would merge
the Soil Conservation Service, ASCS,
and the Extension Service.

HELMS: But going back to that
point, I wanted to ask you a two-part
question. One, as a young person in
the field, can you recall what was
done in 1953 during plans for merger?
Two, could you recount for us in 1985
the proposals to zero out the funding?
What have the conservation groups,
NACD, the Soil and Water
Conservation Society, and others

done in previous incidents?

BERG: In the effort to examine all of
the so-called New Deal programs
when the Eisenhower/Benson
administration took office, there was a
determined effort to examine agencies
such as ASCS, Farmer's Home, REA
(Rural Electrification Administration),
and Federal Crop Insurance to decide
whether they should be continued. A
determination was made at some level
in the Secretary's office that SCS was
no longer needed. The districts had
excellent leadership from a rancher in
Texas, Waters Davis. He was alerted
to this plan to eliminate the SCS or at
least reduce its capability
considerably. As I mentioned in our
previous interview, that led to what
became the Tuesday Letter that went
to each of the conservation districts in
the country. There were hearings in
the field, and in Congress there was a
great deal of concern about
eliminating SCS. The result was that
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Appendix One:

Frequently Used Acronyms

AAA
ACP
AID
ARS
ASCS
BLM
CCC
CRP
DC
EEO
EPA
FmHA
FSA
GAO
HUD
NACD
NEPA
NRI
NTC
OMB
OPM
RAMP
RCA
RC&D
REA
RFF
ROTC
RPA

- SCD
SCS
SES
TSC

Agricultural Adjustment Administration
Agricultural Conservation Program
Agency for International Development
Agricultural Research Service
Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Service
Bureau of Land Management

Civilian Conservation Corps
Conservation Reserve Program

District Conservationist

Equal Employment Opportunity
Environmental Protection Agency
Farmers Home Administration

Food Security Act

Government Accounting Office
Department of Housing and Urban Development
National Association of Conservation Districts
National Environmental Policy Act
National Resources Inventory

National Technical Center

Office of Management and Budget
Office of Personnel Management

Rural Abandoned Mine Program
Resource Conservation Act

Resource Conservation and Development
Rural Electrification Administration
Resources for the Future

Reserve Officers Training Corps
Resources Planning Act

Soil Conservation District

Soil Conservation Service

Soil Erosion Service

Technical Services Center
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USDA United States Department of Agriculture
VA Veterans Administration
WPA Works Progress Administration

s
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Appendix Two:

Chiefs and Adminstrators of the Soil
Conservation Service

Chief
Hugh Hammond Bennett September 19, 1933 to November 13, 1951
Robert M. Salter November 13, 1951 to November 2, 1953

Administrator

Donald A. Williams November 27, 1953 to January 11, 1969
Kenneth E. Grant January 12, 1969 to May 31, 1975

R. M. (Mel) Davis June 1, 1975 to September 11, 1979
Chief

Norman A. Berg September 12, 1979 to April 2, 1982
Peter C. Myers April 4, 1982 to March 20, 1985
Wilson Scaling May 21, 1985 to July 11, 1990

William J. Richards December 16, 1990 to January 22, 1993
Paul W. Johnson January 10, 1994 to present
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